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Poisoning from Cow Bane.
(Cicuta maeulata, L-)
L. H. PAM M EL.
Common nam es: W ater Hemlock, Spotted Cowbane, M usquash, 
Root or Beaver Poison.
T he irequen t poisoning' from  eating' the  root of Cowbane (CicIda 
maeulata, L) are  not in frequen t in  the  sta te  of Iowa and elsewhere. I t 
affects m an, ca ttle  and  horses. E very  now and then, there are  ac­
counts of poisoning from  “ wild parsn ip s” in  our papers. T he w riter 
h as  a t  various tim es received com m unications w ith specim ens of “wild 
parsn ip s .” T he sub ject is of considerable in te rest an d  especially so 
because the p la n t is  widely distributed  in  Iowa and a  la rge num ber of 
people are not aw are of the poisonous natu re  of the root. Spotted 
Cowbane is a m em ber of the C arrot fam ily or as it is know n botani- 
ca lly , Umbelliferae.*
T he fam ily contains m any im portan t p lan ts  like the carro t, pars­
ley, celery, valued for the ir food, while o thers like th e  caraw ay  (Carum  
carui), Eovage (Ligusticum), A nise (Pim pinella Anisium) A safoetida (Fer- 
lua Narthex and F , Scorodosnui) C oriandrum  seeds (Coriandrum sativum) 
have arom atic properties and are used for cu linary  and m edicinal pur­
poses. O thers like Poison Hemlock (Coniuam maculature) a re  used in  
used in  medicine. T his p lan t and our cowbane are deadly poisonous. 
T he form er species h as  been used in  m edicine for centuries and it is 
supposed, is the p lan t m entioned by the  Greeks to  execute Socrates, 
Phocion and  crim inals.
T he p lan t is naturalized  in  easte rn  N orth A m erica bu t is seldom 
m et w ith  in  Iowa. I t  is a coarse » i-ennial w iths potted stem s, la rge  de­
compound leaves and  w hite flowers.
*The o rder consists of herbs with alternate  m ostly compound leaves and flow ers in 
um bels like the common cu ltivated  carrot. The calyx o r  outer whorl o f flowers is 
wholly adheren t to tlie ovary. The limb of th e  calyx is obsolete o r m inutely five beak­
ed. The five pet* Is, inn er whirl o f th e  flower and stam ens a re  inserted  on the disk 
th a t  covers the ovary . Ovary, two celled and two ovuled  ovary . F ru i t  compound of 
tw o dry seed like  carpels.
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s p o t t e d  c o w b a n b ,  m u s q u a s h  r o o t  b e a v e r  p o i s o n .  (Cicuta maculata).
I t  is a  smooth m arsh  perennial 2.S feet h igh  w ith p innately  com­
pound leaves 2-5 tim es p innate; the leaves have long petioles, the 
coarsely serrate leaflets are lancelateto to oblong lancolate 1-5 inches
216
Figure 1—Fascicled roots of Cowbane, sligh tly  re­
duced. Young stem s com ing out near the top. A t 
(2) cross section of root. A t (3) longitud inal sec­
tion. Drawn by Charlotte M. K ing.
long. S ta lk  of the um bellets num erous and unequal. Flowers white, 
f ru it broadly ovate to oval sm all 1 l/z  lines long. Grows in  m arshes 
and in  low grounds. See p la te  1. The stem s sp ring  from  thick  fleshy 
underground roots th a t taper a t the lower end. These usually  num ber 
from  three to  five bu t single specim ens are also met w ith. On cu tting  
the roots a sharp  pungent odor is given off, intensified on boiling.
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MISCROSCOPICAI, STRUCTURE.
T he roots of m any um belliferae have been examined both as  to 
th e ir  secretory reservoirs and  the structu re  of th e ir  roots. *
F o r a study of these see F luckiger and  H anbury; P harm acograph- 
ia , second edition.
A cross section of the root shows w ithout m agnification th ree dis­
tin c t parts . T he outer brown p art cork and second a  cen tral p a rt of 
ligh ter color. T he vascu lar portion, (Central cylinder) p a rt between 
cork and  vascu lar region, darker th a n  cen tra l p a rt from  which there 
m ay be seen oozing out a yellow resin , th is  is the Cortex.
A th in  section put under the microscope will show th a t the cork
consists of five to ten layers, elong­
ated tabulated  cells, the outer lay ­
er darker brown in color th a n  the 
interior. T his is the cork. The 
vascu lar portion occupies th e  cen­
ter, I t is w hite and contains num ­
erous ducts arranged  in  a  rad ia l 
m anner. M edullary ray s s ta rt 
from  the pitch and rad ia te  out­
w ardly in  the cen tral cylinder near 
the bundle sheath , bu t they consist
Figure No. 2 .—Cowbane. Upper Fig. only of a single layer of cells. T he 
longitudinal cells of Cork below Medull- . ,, „ t1 . ...
ary ray cells. Diawn by L. H. P. Pre- m edullary ray  cells are filled w ith
pared for engraving by Miss King. num erous sm all s tarch  g rains. The
parenchym a cells in  the vascu lar portiou of the stem  are filled w ith  
num erous sm all starch  g rains. T he bulk of the root is made up of the 
cortex, I t  contains la rge  parenchym a cells w ith num erous sm all 
in te rcellu la r spaces. I t is also provided w ith la rge in tercellu lar spacesf 
in  which the resinous product is found. T h is product is secreted by 
the surrounding  cells which are m inutely  g ranu la r: These canals are 
e ither filled or contain  la rge drops of resin. T h is product is soluble 
in  alcohol, hot w ater alkalies and  acids. T he poison exists in  th is resi­
nous product. AukenJ has shown th a t the active principle is a  resinous 
indifference substance to which he .gave the  nam e of Cicutoxin. Bohmg
♦Fluckiger and Teschirch. The p rincip les o f Pharm acognosy. English translation  
by F redrick  B. Power. Mul e r  N . ; Pringsheim s Jah rb , V. p 387. De B ary  A. Com­
parative Anatom y of the vegetative organs of th e  Phanerogams and Ferns, English 
transla tion  by F. O. Bower and D. H. Scott from  whicn other references may be ob­
tained. There is also a. paper by Gienk on the  microscopic s tru c tu re , Am, J .  Pharm . 
1891 p. 328, b u t  these do n o t consider details. C oulter and Rose also discuss th e  de- 
velopem eut o f th e  fru its . Botanical G azette Vol. V II, p 237.
tT hese a re  Scliizoeenic balsam passages in which cells recede from  each o ther 
w here they  m eet a t an  early  stage of the  developm ent o f the  p lan t.
t  Journal P rac tica l Chemistry 1888 p  103-161.
SArchi f . Exper. P a th . V ol. V  p 281.
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who obtained the  principle in  a pure condition, Cicuta virosa, sta tes th a t 
i t  is a  thick tenacious substance w ith a  disagreeable odor. T he dry 
root gives about 3.5 per cent while the fresh 2. W ittstein  and B uignet 
found a volatile alkaloid called cicutine which according to Cimon is 
not poisonous. On the other hand  an  alcoholic ex tract of the dried
root operated as a violent poison 
on anim als. The active principle, 
w hatever it m ay be, is found in  
resinous product occuring so abun­
dan tly  in  the resin  passages of the 
parenchym a zone.
T he parenchym a cells are la rge 
w ith  n u m e r o u s  intercellu lar 
spaces, these contain m inute g ran ­
ules. As determ ined by  the sec­
tion  of ag ricu ltu ra l chem istry 
these granules consist of cane sugar. T h is  accounts for the sweetish 
taste  of the roots. T he m edullary ray s project into cortex and these 
cells also contain  starch .
I t  m ay be of in terest to review some of the cases which have come 
to my notice.
In  1893 the w riter received from  Eugene Brown of Mason City in  
Cerro Gordo county some root of the  so-called “ wild parsn ip ,” which 
had poisoned th ree boys respectively five, seven and  n ine years of age- 
T he cases recovered. T he specim ens sen t me proved to be Cowbane 
(Cicuta maculata) | .
T he following note by Professor A. A. Crozier is  of in terest. “ Hon. 
E ugene Secor of Forest City, th is  sta te , a m em ber of the Board of 
T rustees of the Iowa A gricultural College, b rought me to-day a  fleshy 
root of a  p lan t of the w ater Hemlock, (Circuta maculata L). T he cir­
cum stances which brought it to  h is notice were as follows: A neigh­
bor of h is by the nam e of Mr. Oleson, a farm er of about fifty years of 
age, while d rag g in g  some potato ground upon bottom  land  about two 
weeks ago discovered one of the fleshy roots o f th is  p lan t, and  suppos­
ing  it to be an  artichoke, ate i t  and  gave a  portion of it to h is two sons. 
He soon began to feel queer or “ fu n n y ” as he expressed it, and w ent 
to the house where he w as taken  w ith a  spasm, followed by two or th ree 
others, when he becam e unconscious and w ith in  h a lf  an  hour, before 
a  physician  could be summoned from  the village, two miles d is tan t he
IBulletin Torrey  Bot. Club. Vol. X X  d 441.
‘ Botanical G azette Vol. X IV  p 17.
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Figure No. 3 .—Cowbane, cross-sec­
tion of portions of root showing 
bundles, and parenchyma cells.
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C o w b a n ®  (Cicuta maculate), showing- leaves, flowers and fruit. 
From  the U. S. Dept, of A griculture, division of Botany. S lightly  re­
duced.
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was dead. T he children had probably ea ten  less of the root and  be­
in g  given an  em ettic, recovered. The p lan t is very  common in  the  
sta te  and  the roots are so p leasan t to the ta s te  to m ake it particu larly  
dangerous. I  m ay add th a t I ate a piece of the  root the size of a  fil­
bert w ith  little or no unpleasant effect.”
T he following from  Mr. A. M. Illias;f
R u T h v e n ,  I o w a ,  Ja n . 12:—P ro f. J . L. Budd, I o w a  A gricu ltu ra l Col­
lege. Ames, I»wa. “ I m ail herewith a  sm all paper box which contain  
some weed, of which I sent you a specimen la s t summer. T h is  species 
of Hemlock as you call it, I  picked out of a  m anger of a  stallion , which 
took suddenly sick th is  m orning. Sickness lasted  bu t a short spell. 
Do not know w hether th is had an y th in g  to do w ith h is sickness bu t am 
terrib ly  prejudiced ag a in st it. A nother instance a few days ago of a 
colt tak in g  violently sick a ll a t once, apparen tly  no cause, the re  being 
considerable of th is weed in  the hay, and I  had two cows lose the ir 
calves a  short tim e ago; cows had  access to th is  kind of hay. T h is 
quite frequently  occurs hereabouts. On a  neighboring farm  w here 
th is  weed abounds they lost nearly  a ll th e ir  calves two years ago. 
apparen tly  no cause, but of course there is a cause some where. I  am  
satisfied some stock will eat, the leaves of th is weed. 
I f  you can  ascerta in  by th is  sam ple w hether it  will harm  stock 
to  ea t it, would be pleased to have you answ er it  e ither by  le tte r o r by 
your w ritings in  the R egister of Des Moines. Of course I  do not know 
w hether th is  weed will harm  stock if  eaten  by it, sim ply m ake these 
suggestions fo r your consideration.”
T he specim ens were tu rned  over to me and I replied' in  a  short note 
in  R egister, m entioned its  poisonous qualities.
I  also in se rt the follow ing in te resting  le tte r from  J . A. M inteer:
E x p e r i m e n t  S t a t io n , A g r ic u l t u r a l  C o l l e g e , )
A m e s . f
Gentlem en:—I have ju s t had a stran g e  experience w ith  my cattle, 
hav ing  lost a  four year old cow and a yearling  calf. I  th in k  th a t they 
were poisoned on some kind of weed root found in  the slough. I  locate 
it  on a  spot where a  hay stack  stood about two years ago. I t  had been 
removed except the spoiled hay  in  the bottom. L as t fa ll being dry, I 
pitched it  up, dried and burned the old hay, sowed rye and  tim othy seed, 
ra n  th e  disc harrow  over it several tim es an d  noticed th a t we tu rned 
out lots of roots like sm all sweet potatoes, except th a t they were all 
connected a t the top. I thought they were the root of a weed th a t
220
tlo w a  S ta te  Register Ja n . 21st 1891.
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grows a  s ta lk  sim ilar to  a seeded parsn ip , have a strangely top sim ilar 
to an  elder berry  when in  bloom. T he stock when m ature is hollow. 
Now I am  not certain  th a t I am r ig h t about the top as it had been 
mowed before I  discovered the tubers. I never though t of them  doing 
any  harm , ju s t thought we had to rn  them  out so they  would die and  do 
me no harm , bu t as the cattle, 17 in num ber were brought up Sunday 
evening they appeared to  be all r ig h t un til they came into the barn  
yard  when a cow fell down and  seemed to  have a spasm. I t only la st­
ed a few m inutes when she got up walked about 100 feet and fell aga in , 
got up and  walked about th ir ty  rods, fell aga in  and died in  about th irty  
m inutes. T he yearling  w as a lrig h t un til tu rned  into the lot. In  
about tw enty m inutes she was taken  in  the sam e way except a  little  
more severe, rose two or th ree tim es and  died in  about fifteen minutes.
I  w as satisfied th a t  they were poisoned, bu t the cause worried me for a 
while then  I rem em bered the tubers I saw in  the slough, I  w ent next 
m orning before tu rn in g  the cattle out and  found th a t the cow and  
yearling  had been ea ting  some of the roots. I gathered  up nearly  one 
half a  bushel of the tubers, tu rned  out the cattle and  have had no troub­
le since. On opening the cows, I  found considerable of the tubers in  
the stom ach and  the inside of the stom ach w as very black, and  by 
scrap ing  w ith a  stick, I  could scrape the inside of the stom ach a ll off, 
as though  it had been scalded. I will pu t a  sm all piece of the stom ach 
in  the package with the tubers. P lease let me know if the tubers I  
send are the deadly poison th a t I  th in k  they  are, an d  how much of it is 
necessary to  kill a cow. Some fa ll pigs have ea ten  some of the  stuff 
from  the cows stom ach and  it seems to  do them  no h arm .”
Y ours tru ly ,
H artley , Iowa.
P ro f Jam es W ilson inform s me th a t  a  Mr: Hoover of T ra e r  was 
poisoned by ea tin g  some of the roots of th is  p lan t. T he follow ing ad­
d itional observations on a few cases of poisoning m ay be of in terest:
♦D arlington says: T he m ature fru it of th is p lan t has  a  strong  ani- 
sa te odor. T he root is poisonous, and  the lives of children and o thers 
are often  endangered and sometimes destroyed by ea ting  it, in  m istake 
of th a t of the sweet Cicely (Osmorrhiza lonffistylis, D . V.) T he herbage 
is also said to be destructive to  cattle, when eaten by them ; a ll of 
which serves to  know the importai- ce of sufficient botanical knowlege, 
am ong the people, to enable them  to understand and avoid or extirpate 
the evil.
*Plora Cestiica, p  104.
221
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Dr. E rw in  F . Sm ith gives an  account of a case of poisoning from  
th is  p lan t. He says as follows: “ D uring the w arm  days w hich m elt­
ed the snow and  brought back the b irds and gave indications of sp ring  
time, some children of a neighborhood on the ou tsk irts of the-city gave 
ven t to th e ir  feelings by d igg ing  and  ea ting  some artichokes which 
grew  upon some low ground bordering a brook. Two of these boys 
were taken  violently ill, and one of them  eight years old died w ith in  an  
hour a f te r  he had eaten  the root. D r. Sm ith sta tes th a t upon an  ex­
am ination  of the stom ach and the root from  which he a te  i t  was 
proven beyond a doubt th a t Cicuta m aculta was the cause of death.
Handley says:
*A most dangerous poison resides in  the roots of th is  p lan t; a 
drachm  of the fresh  root has killed a boy in  an  hour and a half; and 
in  Am erica fa ta l accidents arising  from  its  being m istaken for other 
apiaceous p lan ts are not uncommon. I t has been used as a substitu te  
fo r conium, w ith sim ilar effect, except th a t it is more energetic. A 
dangerous poison, producing effects sim ilar to those of hydrocyanic 
acid. I t  appears to cause true te tan ic  convulsions in frequent parox­
ysm s, and death  on the th ird  day. C hristison H aller considered it the 
conium of the Greeks. I t  appears to  be fa ta l to cattle.
T he following from  Rafinesque:f “ Several persons search ing  for 
A ngelica root, sweet flag, sweet sisily (which all have a  p leasan t smell 
and  taste) have eatan  th is  root by m istake, and some have died in  an  
hour’s tim e. T he effects of the poison were violent convulsions, a 
fro th ing  m outh, a bleeding nose, dilated pupils, e tc .”
^Robert Bentley, says: “ W ater Hemlock or Cowbane is ano ther in ­
digenous p lan t of a h ighly  poisonous natu re ,—C. maculata, a  native of 
Am erica has very poisonous roots, which, for hav ing  been m istaken 
for o ther harm less U m belliferae, have not in frequently  led to  fa ta l 
resu lts.”
Dr. M asters says as follows of Cicuta virosa to which our species 
closely related: “ T h is p la n t is dangerously poisonous hav ing  quali­
ties like those of Conium; indeed it is called w ater hemlock. I t pro­
duces te tan ic convulsions and is fa ta l to cattle ea ting  the herbage. 
In  A pril 1857, two farm er’s sons were found ly ing  paralyzed and 
speechless close to a  d itch where they had been working. A ssistance 
was soon rendered bu t the poor fellows soon expired. A quan tity  of 
the Hemlock grew  in a ditch where they were employed. A piece of
♦Lindley F lora Medica p  34.
+Raflnesque, Medical F lora, Vol. 1 pp. 109-110. 
tM an. Bot. 3rd edition  p 637.
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the root w as subsequently  found w ith the m ark of teeth  in  it  nea r 
where the men lay and ano ther piece of the root w as discovered in  the 
pocket of one of them , so th a t there can be no doubt th a t they  were 
poisoned by ea ting  the root of th is  p lan t by m istake for some other. 
T he root of the A m erican Cicuta maculata is even more virulent.*
Dr. V asseyf says, concerning- th is  p lant:
“ I t  is composed of a  num ber of fleshy, oblong portions diverging 
from  the base of the stem; frequently  as long and as th ick  as a m an’s 
finger. I t  has a  strong  penetra ting  smell and taste . I t  is often m is­
taken  by children for the wild parsn ip , or is supposed by them  to be 
eatable, and every year the papers contain  accounts of fa ta l poisoning 
from  the use of the root. I t is h ighly  desirable th a t in form ation m ay 
be diffused respectiong th is and other poisonous and deleterious p lan ts, 
so th a t such accidents may be avoided. T he root has been to some ex­
ten t employed by medical men. Its  effects are much the sam e as the 
European Hemlock (no way related  to the tree called hemlock in  the 
Uuited States) b u t it is now rarely  used.”
T he following are symptoms from  poisoning from  spotted cow- 
bane. Dr. M illspaugh, in his A m erican M edicinal P lan ts , Fascicle 4., 
No. 67 h as  recorded the followiug observations concerning the P hysi­
ological action of the C.icuta maculata:
“ M any cases of poisoning from  the root of th is  species have been 
reported, a ll showing, by the symptoms, th a t Cicuta produces g rea t 
hyperasmia of the b ra in  and sp inal cord. T he following case reported 
by le tte r to  Dr. Bigelow:): by Dr. R. H azeltine, (1818) gives all the symp­
tom s noted by observers in  all the other cases. A boy had eaten of 
certain  tuberous roots, gathered in  a recently  plowed field, supposing 
them  to be artichokes b u t which were identified as the roots 
of Cicuta maculata. H is first symptom was a pain  in  the bowels, u rg ing  
him  to an  inaffectual attem pt a t stool a f te r  which he vomited about a 
teacupful of w hat appeared to  be the recently  m asticated root, and  im­
m ediately fell back into convulsions which lasted off and on continu­
ously till his death. T he doctor found him  in a profuse sweat and con­
vulsive ag itations, consisting  of trem ors, violent contractions and dis­
to rtions w ith a lte rna te  and im perfect relaxations of the whole muscu­
la r  system , aston ish ing  m obility of the eyeballs and eyelids, w ith wide- 
dilated pupils, stridor dentium , trism us, fro th ing  a t  the m outh and  
nose, mixed w ith blood and occasionally violent and  genuine epilepsy. 
T he convulsive ag ita tions were so powerful and  incessant, th a t  the 
•T reasu ry  of Botany, PI. I, p 284. 
tU . S. D epartm ent ot A griculture R eport, 1884, p .135.
JBigelow, A m er. Med. Bot. vol. I I I .,  p. 181.
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doctor could not exam ine the pulse w ith sufficient constancy to ascer­
ta in  its  character. A t the  post mortem, no inflam ation was observed, 
the stom ach w as fully  distended w ith  flatus, and contained about three 
g ills of muciform and greenish  fluid, such as had flowed from  the 
m outh. T h is m ass assum ed a dark  green color on stan d in g .” 
POISONOUS EFFECTS UPON DOMESTIC CATTLE.
T he litera tu re  upon th is  p a rt is very lim ited and unsatisfactory , 
some au thors claim ing th a t the horse, 
sheep and goat can eat it w ith im punity, 
o thers sta te  th a t cattle fed were poisoned 
by ea ting  the fru it, leaves and roots. Some 
experim ents have been made upon the 
lower an im als a t the college veterinary  
hospital, by D r. E . S. McCord, a g raduate 
of the college. The first experim ent was 
upon a ra t which was secured and anaes- 
thised; it w as given a hyperderm ic in jec­
tion  of one dram  of the decoction prepared 
from  the root. In  alm ost one hour the an ­
im al seemed to be in  more or less pain  and 
shortly  afte rw ard  appeared in  a comatose 
condition, rem ain ing  in  th a t condition fo r
Figure 4. Cowbane—Longi- a b o u t  tw e  h o u r s  a n d  a f t e r  t h a t  s e e m e d  a p -  
tudinal section o f resin  passage,
with oil globules, to the right an paren tly  well. T he second experim ent 
enlarged fibrovascular bundle.
The parenchyma cells in both w as perfo rm ed  upon  a  d issec tin g  specim en 
cases surrounding these contain
smallgranuls. In  the flbrovos- of the  equine species a t  the hospital Sept. cular bundle these grains are
starch . Drawn by L. H. P . P re - 29th. I t  w as given one dram  of the decoc-
Jiared fo r the engraver by Char-otteM. King. tion hyperderm ically w ithout any effect;
Sept. 30th gave the  sam e anim al one ha lf ounce of 
the sam e root m acerated w ith the feed w ithout any 
results. Some of the  fresh root w as obtained a  very 
strong  decoction w as made of it; on Sept. 31, gave 
th e  an im al six dram s of th e  decoction hyperderm i­
cally. In  about ten  m inutes the an im al began to , Figure 5. Cow- t bane. Parencl) y-
show uneasiness, pulse w as fu ll and fast. In  a short m a cells w ith starch
tim e the p a tien t la id  down and the pulse decreased. L^H^’p.^^eparecl 
n . . .  J i t -  . .  . for the eD graver byT he p a tien t seemed to b e  in  a distressed pain , Charlotte M. King.
stre tch ing  fu ll leng th  on the ground and pointing  to  side w ith the
nose, pulse a t th a t tim e hard ly  discernable, kept m oving extrem ities.
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T h is  lasted  for about one h a lf  hour when the patien t began  to get be t­
te r  and soon recovered. A nother experim ent w as made on a cat, m ac­
e ra ted  a  portion of the root w ith some potato, the anim al a te  i t  w ithout 
an y  disturbance, th is  w as a t noon. In  the evening it received 20 cc in  
m ilk; the an im al showed no signs of uneasiness, a t about n ine o’clock 
it  received a  subcutaneous in jection  of four dram s w ithout an y  effect. 
Dr. McCord concluded th a t the cat could ea t it w ith im punity.
P ro f. H enry  T rim ble of P h iladelph ia w rites me th a t the general 
opinion of farm ers in  th a t locality  is th a t it is very poisonous to cattle, 
and  th a t one of the students found th a t the dried root had no effect on 
a  cat, b u t when adm inistered as soon as gathered  it produced g rea t 
uneasiness and vom iting in  five gram m e doses. T he w riter of th is  pa­
per has eaten sm all portions of root on several occasions. T he effects 
rem ained a  long tim e producing num bness in  the mouth and  pharyx.
T r e a t m e n t :  In  cases of poisoning from  th is  p lan t em etics should 
b e  given prom ptly, anaesthetics and narcotics used to control the 
spasm s. Dr. Hem phill of Cerro Gordo county reports to me th a t large 
doses of stim ulan ts (whiskey) g rea tly  relieved the patien ts and a id e d  
in  recovery. Lene and F alk  also report th a t in te rnal, e x te n a l  
S t im u la n t s  a n d  the hyperdem ic in jection of m orphine aided in  recov­
ery. f
tM edical News XL p_524,
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Is  T h e  C u l t i v a t e d  P a r s n i p  R u n n i n g  W il d  P o i s o n o u s ?
P ublic opinion, in  the w est a t least has answered th is  question in  
the affirmative. T here is diversity  of opinion concerning the p lan t 
which causes the poisoning. T he m ajority  of people a ttr ib u te  the cause
T he wide spread belief of the poisonous natu re  of the cultivated 
parsn ip  ru nn ing  wild is en tertained  by a la rge num ber of people and 
also to some extent by the medical fra te rn ity . A few years ago Prof. 
F rederick B. Power of Passaic, New Jersey, and one of h is pupils (Mr. 
J .  T . Bennett) undertook some experim ents to determ ine w hether the 
cultivated parsn ip  ru nn ing  wild had any toxic properties.*
Mr. B ennett fa iled  to detect the presence o f any poisonous principle 
in  the root o f the true wild parsnip (Pastmaca sativu,) and w hen the boil­
ed roots were fed in  considerable am ounts to a  cat, no sym ptom s of 
poisoning were m anifest. We m ay add as a further testim ony that 
P rof. Pow erf reports that h is associate, Dr. Cramers, insisted  upon eat­
in g  one-half o f one of the raw roots from Mr. R ynn ing  o f W est Salem , 
W isconsin; which were supposed to cause cases o f the poisoning: Dr. 
Cramers reported no ill effect whatever. One of the largest o f the  
♦Contributions from the department of Pharmacy of the University of Wisconsin, 
No. 2., 1888, p 39-44. Also i'hann. Rundschau, 1886, p 161. 
tPharmaceutisehe Rundschau. Vol. IX., July 1891, p 162.
to the parsn ip  ru nn ing  
wild and th is  belief is 
indeed very wide spread. 
So wide spread is th is  
belief th a t it seems quite 
impossible to dispel it 
from  the m inds of some 
people. I  have been 
particu larly  fo rtunate  
in  the cases which are 
here recorded to identi­
fy the specimen in  every 
case which caused the
poisoning, and more­
over, I  have also, to of 
fe r good evidence th a t
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fresh  raw  roots weighing' th ree and  one-half ounces Avoirdupois, was 
chopped fine, mixed w ith some m eat and fed to a  sm all dog. T he an i­
m al ate it greedily and  w ithout d isturbance. T here were no symptoms 
w hatever of any  poisonous action. I have on different occasions eaten  
the wild parsn ip , Pastinaca sativa , w ithout any  ill effect, so th a t the 
above results are corroborated. I  will adm it th a t I had some hesitancy 
a t  first and  th a t Mr. Sexton, the foreman of the horticu ltural depart­
m ent did not expect to see me alive by evening. I  m ust confess also 
th a t the roots were somewhat woody and not very palatable.
Dr. J . J . Brown,* Sheboygan, W isconsin, as quoted by Dr. Power, 
sta tes th a t he had prepared and dug enough wild parsn ips for a  good 
d inner which he a te  and can testify  th a t he could discover bu t little  
difference cooked or raw , from  cultivated parsn ip  and those w hich had 
run  wild for about 50 years.
D anglisonf makes a sta tam en t th a t wild parsn ip  is an  ir r i ta n t poi­
son a nd has an  acid pungent ta s te  w ith more or less b itterness. I t 
produces excessive heat w ith dryness of the mouth and th ro a t and  vio­
len t vom iting continuing a fte r the stom ach is empty. Also purg ing  
wiih g rea t pain  in  the stom ach and bowels. The pulse becomes strong  
and b rea th ing  difficult, the pupil of the eye is dilated and insensib ility  
resem bling death  comes on.
P rof. Pow er also reports a sta tem ent made by M illspaughJ who 
said: “The root is succulent, nutritious, sweet and in  th is  cultivated 
sta te  very p leasan t to m any, bu t when wild or in  its second year’s 
grow th, it is ran k  and acid, poisonous causing Em esis and inflam atior 
of the a liam en tary  canal, followed by flatu len t colic and Dioresis.
P rof. Power§ also reports of Dr. Pupcke’s cases where seven child­
ren  ate of the  cooked wild roots. A ll labored under delirium  trem ens. 
They were in  constan t motion, ta lked incessantly  w ithout knowing 
«
w hat they saw, fancied they saw objects which had not existed and  oc­
casionally had a ttacks of convulsive laugh ter and rejected every th ing  
offered them  and had to be restra ined  by force.
Dr. Power reports three other cases; 1 and 2, case one in  W isconsin,
2 in  M innesota and case 3 from  Dubois, P ennsy lvania . All proved to 
be the cow-bane.
T he cases reported by P rof. Power, tbe w riter and others are  in ­
structive as show ing th a t in  nearly  all cases where it w as a ttribu ted
♦Sheboygan Tim es, May 8, !886.
tM edical D ictionary, Ed. 1873, p 827.
£Amer. Medical H ants, Fascicle 4, No. 43.
SPharm aceutical Jo u rn a l, 1848, p 184.
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to  parsnip runn ing  wild, the roots sent w ith  specim ens indicated that 
Cowbane had been eaten . E xperim entally  no better evidence is  need­
ed than  these where persons have eaten the w ild parsnip and no ill 
effects followed. People should therefore become fam iliar w ith the  
deadly p lant described above and throw aside superstitious beliefs. 
In th is  very common belief we have another evidence that w riters who  
have attributed the poisoning to cultivated parsnips running w ild have  
not investigated  for them selves, they have assum ed th at the p lant is  
poisonous.
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